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	1. Chapter 1: Boston

**When I first started posting this story, I only did so on AO3. I decided to go ahead and post it here too. I'll put the first three chaps up today and I'm just a few days away from having chapter 4 ready to post, so when I put that one up - I'll do so on both sites at once.**

**This is a birthday fic for Romeokijai. :)**

* * *

><p><strong>Prologue Part 1: Charlie (one year ago)<strong>

The sky is heavy with low, angry clouds. The swirling wind whips at her hair and pulls at her clothes. She doesn't seem to hear the distant church bells or feel the sting of cold spring rain on her face. Her blurry gaze is single-mindedly focused on the pile of freshly dug earth at her feet and the sad little clutch of wilting daisies that lies upon it.

Danny.

Charlie can't believe he's gone. Danny wasn't just her little brother. He was her best friend, her partner in crime, the only one who really ever _got_her. He was her anchor. He wasn't supposed to leave her. Now she struggles to imagine this world without him in it.

She looks blankly around the deserted cemetery, noticing for the first time that the others have gone. Not that there were that many people who came. She and Danny were new in town, and they hadn't had a chance to make many friends yet.

Now he never would.

Charlie's mind wanders to a time when she was still quite small and their Mom had implored her to never let go of her brother's hand. They'd been in Target, and Charlie had dutifully held the chubby fingers, sticky with grape lollipop residue. Later, she took the request to heart, always looking out for her little brother.

Charlie bites her lip. She should have never let go of his hand.

Her eyes swim with fresh tears as she remembers the day when everything changed.

"_It's you and me, Kid." Danny's grin had been wide and his teeth a sparkling white._

"_Who you calling, Kid, Kid?" She'd asked, punching her brother playfully in the arm. They were walking through the doors of a homeless shelter. The place reeked of sweat and lemon disinfectant and broken dreams._

"_I think that we can make a difference here." He motioned around them._

"_Yeah. I think so too." She'd shrugged. "Maybe?"_

"_No maybe. We can make a real difference." Danny's enthusiasm was contagious. "We can change the world, Charlie - you and me."_

_She grinned at her brother, patting his shoulder. "Settle down, Tony Robbins. This is our first day."_

_The kitchen was long and narrow. It was adjoined to a large dining hall filled with mismatched tables and rickety folding chairs. A scratched Formica counter ran along one wall. Volunteers stood behind it handing out fruit and cups of coffee, sandwiches and soup._

"_Where do you want us?" Danny had asked the harried woman who was manning the counter._

"_Grab a ladle and don't forget to smile." She'd said with a distracted nod toward the end of the table where big pots of soup were steaming fragrantly._

_Charlie and Danny did as they were told, donning aprons and hair nets before settling in. They'd served almost twenty people when the little bald man had approached._

"_Hello, Sir." Danny had said politely, ignoring the threadbare suit and the dirty fingers._

_The little man tried to smile. Clearly he didn't do it often. "You can call me Mr. Horn."_

_Danny nodded. "Chili or Chicken noodle, Mr. Horn?"_

"_Chili, please."_

"_Here you go." Danny reached out with a ladle full of the aromatic soup and poured it into the bowl. As he did so, a tiny splash of chili left the bowl and hit the little man's tie. "I am so sorry!" Danny said. "Let me help."_

_Mr. Horn sat his bowl down on the counter and with shaking fingers began to dab a napkin at the stain. "Ruined. Ruined. Ruined," he muttered, his face going red with anger._

"_Need any help?" Charlie mouthed to her brother._

"_No." Danny grinned at her. "I got this." He took a damp rag and walked around the table to where the little man was still muttering over his ruined tie._

_An elderly woman with bright pink hair was asking for soup and Charlie's attention was with her when she heard a gasp. Glancing toward her brother, she saw the little man named Horn run away as a knife clattered to the floor. Curious, she looked at Danny. He slowly turned. "Charlie? I think this is bad." His eyes were unfocused and he began to sway._

"_Danny!" Charlie cried, seeing the blood soaking the front of his apron. She ran to his side, screaming for help._

_Help came, but not soon enough._

Charlie shakes herself from the memory of her brother's death and narrows her eyes against the weather. She looks once more toward the entrance of the cemetery, searching for blond hair and designer clothes, but nobody is there. Charlie shakes her head with a frown. She's not surprised. Not really. Her mom had rarely paid them any attention before, no reason she'd start now.

Charlie pulls her jacket tight around her throat and leaves her brother's grave with her head down. She walks away without looking back.

Looking back has never served her well.

* * *

><p><strong>Prologue Part 2: Bass (one month ago)<strong>

The hospital room looks like every other one in this particular VA hospital. Everything is colorless and indistinct. The patient sitting up in the bed looking blankly out a window doesn't care what the room looks like. He doesn't care that he hasn't shaved in a week or that his curls are sticking out at odd angles.

His face is drawn. His eyes are hollow. His bleak mood matches the colorless room. The only splash of color is a small bouquet of yellow carnations which the duty nurse was wise enough to put out of the patient's reach.

"He has rage issues," she comments harshly to the doctor reading a clipboard.

"He has grief issues," the doctor responds after reading the chart.

"You're both right," a blond man in US Marine fatigues agrees as he walks past them and into the room. "Hey, Monroe. How are you?"

Monroe doesn't answer the question posed by his concerned CO Jeremy Baker. He doesn't even notice that he has a visitor. His thoughts have taken him elsewhere, to another colorless place – this one in the heart of Afghanistan.

_The dust had settled on a narrow village road where a shootout with the enemy had just ended. American soldiers were still on alert as they searched the area, but it seemed that the threat was contained._

_US Marine Staff Sergeant Sebastian Monroe did a double take when he first noticed a familiar face heading his way. "Connor, is that you?" Bass couldn't hide the grin that spread across his face. "What are the fuckin odds? It's been what, six months?"_

"_Eight," Connor corrected his dad with a big smile of his own as the men embraced. "Didn't really want our next meeting to be due to my unit needing help, but it's good to see you."_

"_You too, Kid. Glad you're okay."_

"_Yeah me too. I think we would have been all right, but I'm glad you guys were close enough to come in and give us some support – " Connor stopped talking as a burst of gunshots marked the beginning of another attack. He and his father both dove for cover._

_Muzzle flashes and the stuttering echo of automatic gunfire surrounded them. Bass and Connor and several other soldiers found cover behind debris and returned fire._

_When a bullet slammed into Bass's thigh, he gritted his teeth and looked around frantically for something he could use as a tourniquet. He noticed an ancient bungee cord in a nearby pile of rubble and crawled to it. He made do as best he could to stem the bleeding before picking up his gun and joining the fight once more._

_As the fight died down, Connor ducked and ran over to his dad. "You okay?"_

"_Got a hole in my leg, but it won't kill me. You?"_

"_I'm fine." Connor looked at his dad's injured leg, clearly worried._

"_Don't worry. The medic can fix me up." Bass nodded at his son, ignoring the burning pain in his leg. "Go."_

"_Yes, Sir." Connor turned his attention to his right and was just getting ready to run over to join his unit when a bullet tore through the back of his throat, blossoming in an explosion of red under his chin. Bass watched with shock and horror as his son fell lifeless at his feet._

_Before dropping to cradle Connor's lifeless body, Bass looked up and saw a man holding the gun who had ended his child's life. The shooter was wearing a United States Army uniform and his expression showed only one emotion: relief._

"Bass? Hey Bass?" Jeremy shakes his friend's shoulder gently.

Bleary, red rimmed eyes slowly turn to the man sitting on Bass's bed. "What?"

"I brought the papers. Sign them and then you are free from Uncle Sam. You can go home and…" Jeremy trails off, suddenly at a complete loss as to what Monroe will do. He'd always planned to be a lifer, but early retirement had been strongly suggested after Connor's death. "Do whatever it is you want to do, I guess?"

Monroe nods absently and then looks out the window once more. "Did you ask around about that guy?"

"Yeah, I did. You were right. It was one of the men from Connor's unit who shot him. Name is Neville. Evidently they were friends. From what I hear the kid is really upset about it."

A sliver of life lights up Monroe's otherwise dull expression as he glances back at his CO. "The official ruling is friendly fire, then?"

"Yeah, the case is closed. I don't think the Army felt there was anything to investigate."

Bass flings the paperwork back at Baker. His eyes glow with rage. "That is bullshit, and you know it." He begins to pull as wires and tubes and flings his legs over the side of the bed with a hiss of pain.

Down the hall at the nurse's station, an alarm begins to beep urgently.

Jeremy's eyes are wide. "Where do you think you're going?'

"Anywhere but here."

* * *

><p><strong>Chapter 1 - Boston MA (The Present)<strong>

Bass parks the faded blue Cutlass Ciera near a broken meter and turns off the ignition. He pulls a flask from a jacket pocket, not even trying to disguise it as anything other than what it is, and takes a drink.

He is exhausted and weary. His eyes are bloodshot. His stubble is now bordering on full-blown beard. His hair is shaggy with unruly curls poking out. His clothes came from a charity bin at the VA, and are all about four sizes too big, hanging loosely on his lean frame. He hasn't showered in days.

He does not care.

Through the dusty window of the old car, he watches a three story brick building almost a block away on a corner. It was a church long ago, but for decades it's been one of South Boston's busiest homeless shelters. This isn't Southie's oldest or most prestigious shelter, by any means. It doesn't get any of the mayor's pet funding. It's in a shitty neighborhood, and it isn't pretty, but it does a lot of business.

As Bass watches, he sees people wandering in and out. Most of them look as sad and downtrodden as he feels. He figures he'll fit right in.

He doesn't see her. Not yet. She's probably already inside, working. He opens the glove box and pulls out a wrinkled piece of paper. His eyesight is a tad blurry so he has to squint to read it.

When the call came, he'd been sitting in Connor's apartment, going through his son's things. The tears had dried by that point, but he'd been very drunk when the phone rang.

The caller's voice was familiar in a vague, ancient history sort of way. He remembers the bile that had risen when he finally figured out who was on the other end of the line. He'd almost hung up, but changed his mind when the voice promised him the one thing he wanted - answers. He'd listened, made a few notes and agreed to the caller's terms.

Bass squints down at the crumpled paper. He can barely make out his own handwriting.

_Charlotte Matheson. Works at homeless Shelter on South Sylvania Rd, Boston. Shift usually starts at noon. Gets off at 8. Will prob fight back, but don't hurt her. Deadline = one week. 10998 Mitchell Drive, Los Angeles CA. Payment on delivery_

He runs a shaky hand along his jawline before stowing the paper back in the glove box and taking another heavy pull from his flask. Two months ago, he was a respected Marine Staff Sergeant, fighting for his country and living a simple but happy life. His free time had consisted of Skyping with his son, occasionally finding a woman for the night, reading the latest Stephen King novel or catching up on his Netflix queue. How times have changed. Now he's driving around in his son's old beater car, planning to commit a felony so that he can get the revenge he craves more than air.

Is he doing the right thing? No. Does he care? Also, no.

He stares blearily at the flask, turning it gently in his fingers so that he can see the other side. The initials CB are engraved there. He traces them with a calloused thumb. Seeing this reminder of his dead son gives him the mental push he needs to get started. Bass tucks the flask away and gets out of the car.

Shoving his hands deep into the pockets of his oversized hoodie, he limps toward the shelter. As he gets closer to the brick facade, he wishes for a moment that things were different, and that he had another choice. He doesn't. Not that it matters. It will all be over soon.

Charlotte Matheson will be his final mission.

Charlie hands a plump red apple to a little boy with shaggy brown hair and freckles. He is probably seven or eight. "What's your name?" She bends down, smiling at the boy.

He blushes and looks down at his dusty tennis shoes. "Logan." His voice is very quiet.

"Well, I'm glad you came in today, Logan. Do you have any pockets?"

The boy looks at her curiously, shyness forgotten, and nods.

Charlie hands him a second apple. "Here's an extra for later."

He beams at her as his dad leads him away.

Charlie looks up at the next person in line. It's Matilda. She's a regular and always has a sour expression on her face. "Do I get an extra apple too?" She sounds far too petulant for a woman pushing sixty, but Charlie doesn't point this out.

Instead, she smiles and hands the woman two apples. "Of course you do, Matilda. Some sweet fruit for a sweet lady."

Matilda growls something under her breath about disrespectful kids and moves on down the line. Charlie watches her walk away with a smile. Charlie loves working here. She loves helping these people, even if it's only for a moment and even if they don't always appreciate it.

"Excuse me. May I have an apple?" The voice is low and scratchy. It reminds Charlie of the sound an old car door makes when it hasn't been opened in a long time. She looks at the man who belongs to the voice and isn't surprised at all by what she sees.

She sees it in this line every day: pain and desperation.

The man is far too thin for the clothes he's wearing. It's possible that he's recently been sick. His cheeks are hollow and he's very pale. He is unshaven and smells like stale sweat and spilled whiskey. He holds out an empty tray.

She sets an apple on it. "Would you like some soup? Maybe a sandwich?" She tries to catch his gaze but he's looking down at the tray.

"Just the apple is fine."

"All right then." She nods, but something about this man calls to her. This is the kind of man she and Danny always hoped to help. He is the kind of person who needs it the most. Charlie puts her hand on his wrist and his eyes jerk up to meet hers. They are a startling blue and filled with immeasurable pain. "Um, there's coffee at the end of the counter. Also water and juice."

"Thank you," he says and limps away without taking any of the offered drinks. He sits by himself in a corner table that faces the door. Between bites of apple, he takes sips from a flask tucked in his pocket.

Charlie watches the man for a moment, but soon she is once again caught up in the seemingly endless line of hungry Bostonians. She hands out apples and oranges and peanut butter sandwiches, and she chats with the people as they make their way through the line.

Her feet are tired and her back aches, but Charlie's smile is genuine as she does the thing she loves most - helping others.

When she thinks to look toward the corner again, the sad-eyed man is gone.

Bass slouches down in the driver's seat of the Cutlass, watching the shelter's front door under the glow of a flickering street light in the distance.

He's waiting. It's almost eight o'clock.

The empty flask lies discarded in the passenger seat. He's drinking vodka now. It's not particularly good vodka, but Bass doesn't believe in wasting anything and he'd found it in Connor's apartment.

Other than a few random bottles of booze, there hadn't been much there worth saving. Connor hadn't been home in months, and it wasn't much of a home to begin with. Bass had found a bookcase full of compact discs. He'd dumped the discs into a big Rubbermaid tote and put it in the backseat of Connor's car along with a box of letters and photos. He'd called a local Salvation Army to come and collect the rest.

Bass screws the lid back on the vodka bottle when he sees Charlie emerge from the shelter. She's talking to an African-American woman who appears to be a fellow volunteer. They say goodbye at the foot of the stairs, and Bass tenses slightly, his hand on the door latch.

Charlie should be heading his way any minute. He knows that to get to her apartment, she will need to walk right by where he's parked the car. But instead of heading his way immediately, she walks to the bus stop on the corner and talks to an older woman who has a big shopping cart. It is piled high with various items.

Bass watches as Charlie gives the woman an apple and a sweater that she has pulled from her backpack. Then she helps the little old lady put the sweater on before pausing at the curb to wait for traffic to clear.

Bass is on edge, watching as Charlie crosses the street. He pulls the hood of his sweatshirt up over his head and gets out of the car. He makes his way into the shadows next to a boarded up hardware store and waits. His plan is simple. When she walks between him and the car, he'll make his move.

As she approaches, he walks out of the shadows, holding out a cup. "Spare some change?"

She hesitates, but only for a moment. Digging in her backpack, she's looking down when he pounces. Even with a bum leg, he is far bigger and stronger than Charlie, and he has the element of surprise in his favor. Charlie doesn't realize what is happening until he's flipped her over his shoulder and begun to carry her to the car.

She kicks and yells, but Bass moves quickly. The trunk pops open, and he unceremoniously dumps her inside. Charlie's survival instinct shifts into high gear, and she launches a kick in his direction. Catching Bass in the jaw with her boot, she sits up and tries to climb out of the trunk as he staggers back.

Bass reels from the kick, berating himself for not believing the caller who had said she might fight back. She kicks again, and this time she gets him in the ear.

"Little fucking bitch!" he hisses, pushing her back down. She bites his forearm, hard enough to break the skin, and Bass backhands her with a loud thwack. Charlie's mouth is bloody and her eyes are hot with fear and rage. Again, she scrambles to get out of the trunk and he pushes her back, but not before she gets another solid kick in. This one hits Bass square in the injured part of his thigh, and he sees stars as a surge of pain rushes through his body.

He's done. Pulling a gun from his waistband, he points it at her head with a shaky hand. She stills, breathing heavily. He can tell she's assessing her odds. He shakes his head with a little jerk, and when he speaks, his voice is rough. "I'm not supposed to kill you, but I am not in the mood for bullshit."

She opens her mouth to speak or scream - Bass can't tell and he doesn't care. He releases the safety, pressing the muzzle of the gun against her temple to show he's serious. Charlie sees the mix of pain and anger in his expression and she clamps her lips shut.

"Give me your phone. Your bag."

She shakes her head.

"Just give it to me!" Spittle collects in the corners of his mouth and Charlie feels the cold grip of raw fear. She is screwed. Charlie reaches into her back pocket and pulls out her phone. She hands it and her backpack over.

"Now lie down."

Charlie does as she's told even though what she really wants to do is kick him in the head again. "You'll never get away with this," she snarls.

Bass shrugs, his gaze cold and vacant. "We'll see."

The trunk falls closed, and she is thrust into utter darkness.

* * *

><p><strong>AN This is a bday fic for Romeo, who is a good friend, a really kick ass writer and a joy to work with as well. She asked for something angsty that channeled Season 1 Bass, and in which Bass kidnaps Charlie. She's left the rest up to me...so we'll see if this works. :) Because I'm me, there will be a happy ending, and before you say how can Charlie possibly fall for the guy who just pointed a gun at her head? Well, trust me. This one is all plotted out and will run ten chapters. My goal is to post one chap a week.**

**Happy Birthday Romeo! Hope it's all you hoped for and more. I have heard a lot of rumblings from our Revo community, and I have a feeling you will be showered with all sorts of fic. I hope you love every bit of it. Have a wonderful birthday - you deserve it.**

**A special thank you to TexasRevoFan for reviewing and giving me some excellent feedback and encouragement.**

**If you have a moment, please leave a comment. I do love to hear what you think.**


	2. Chapter 2: Boston to Pittsburgh

**From Boston to Pittsburgh (approximately 580 miles on the road)**

_Don't worry. The medic can fix me up. Go!" _Bass's final words to his son ring in his brain like a blaring alarm clock without a snooze button. He would give anything to go back and say, "Proud of you, kid" or "Love you, Connor."

But no.

"_Don't worry. The medic can fix me up. Go!"_

The words twist and echo in his tired brain, changing with each repeat.

"_Don't worry. Go!"_

"_Don't go!"_

"Don't go!" he says aloud, his voice cracking. Bass chokes back a sob, running a shaky hand through his hair while the other grasps the steering wheel of his dead son's Cutlass Ciera. His eyes are wet with tears and drooping with exhaustion. His leg throbs in spite of the Vicodin he'd washed down with the last of the vodka.

His headlights do little to illuminate the darkened road. Everything is a blur, and the buildings he passes are nothing but flashes of dull color. Bass runs a red light and doesn't even notice the screeching brakes and honking horns as they fade in his wake.

Maybe it's the Vicodin-vodka cocktail. Maybe it's sheer exhaustion mixed with grief. Maybe it's some combination of all these things. Bass doesn't know, but whatever the source is, when the illusion of Connor sitting in the passenger seat appears, Bass smiles crookedly. "Hey, You."

"Hey," Connor says. His nose scrunches up in distaste. "You smell like shit."

Bass bites his lip, tears coursing down his cheeks. "I've been busy. I –" He isn't sure what to say.

"You've been busy drinking too much and feeling sorry for yourself and kidnapping an innocent girl." There is judgment in Connor's voice and Bass can't meet his eyes.

"No. Wasn't like that. Not going to hurt her. Going to get answers for you."

"But I don't want any answers. I just want you to get better. I want you to take care of yourself."

"It's too late…" Bass protests. There's no response.

Bass looks over, and he scowls at the empty seat. The mirage of Connor has faded away.

It really is too late.

He knows Connor wasn't really here. If he needed a reminder, he would only need to look as far as the glove box where a Ziploc bag holds Connor's ashes. Bass lets out a ragged sigh, reflecting on what Imaginary Connor had said. Bass hasn't lost it completely. Not yet. He knows that Connor's words are actually coming from his own deep-seated worry that things have gone irretrievably wrong.

His thoughts go to the woman in the trunk.

Shit. For a minute he'd forgotten about her, but now the abduction is at the forefront of his mind once again. It could have gone smoother, for sure. Bass grits his teeth as a sharp pain shoots from his thigh to his spine. She really did a number on his leg. He tries to shift his position, but nothing much helps. He tenderly touches his damaged thigh and hisses with pain. The denim over his wound is soaked in blood. He's going to have to patch that up soon.

He's in a bad spot, and he knows it. The only way this plan works is if he can make it all the way to Cali with the girl in tow. He should have known better. He'd been warned that she might fight him. And he knows Mathesons well enough that he should have heeded the warning about the girl.

The girl.

Charlotte, he corrects himself. She's a feisty thing. Tough as nails. A hellcat. Bass hits a pothole and realizes for the first time that she's probably pretty damn miserable back there. He needs to get her out of the trunk. Hellcat or not, she is also valuable merchandise.

He'll have to put her in the back seat, maybe, but there are about a million ways that can go wrong.

Shit.

He needs to think, but his brain is fogged by the Vicodin, the vodka, the memory of his dead son's ghost, and more than twenty-four hours without sleep.

He spots a sign listing the distances to coming towns and has an idea when he recognizes one. He digs in his rear pocket and fishes out a cell phone. He scrolls through his contacts, not paying attention to the fact that he's swerving into oncoming traffic until he sees headlights and hears the blare of a horn.

"Fuck!" He jerks back into his lane just as he finds the name he's looking for. Will Strausser. He hits the call button and waits as the phone begins to ring.

"Monroe, is that you?"

"Yeah."

"Hey, heard about your kid. I'm real sorry."

"Uh, thanks. Need your help."

"Anything, brother. You know that."

"You still live west of Boston?"

"Yeah, I still have a house in Three Rivers. Why?"

"Can I crash with you tonight? I'm in the area. Need a place."

"Well, I'm not there. I'm in New York a lot these days. If I ever go home, it's just on the weekends."

"Shit."

"Hey, it's okay. Mi casa es su casa. You crash there as long as you need to. Key's under the naked lady statue by the back door. Just lock back up when you leave."

Bass rubs his temples. Of course Will has a naked lady statue by his back door. "Okay. Thanks. Hey, Strausser?"

"Yeah?"

"You have any duct tape or rope at your place?"

"Sure. It's in the garage in a cabinet by the tool bench."

"Good. Mind if I use some? Probably could use a first aid kit too."

There is a silence as Bass waits for his old buddy to answer. "What's going on, Monroe? You sound weird as fuck. Are you drunk?"

"It's just that, uh, I have a girl with me. She's – "

Will laughs. "Into some kinky shit, huh? Say no more, but hey, if kinky is what you want, forget the garage. Go in my room. There's a black box under my bed. Oh, and there are Band-Aids and stuff like that in the medicine cabinet. Use whatever you want."

"Thanks, Will. Appreciate it."

"It's been too long. We got to catch up sometime."

"Yeah. Sure." If Will catches the lack of emotion in Monroe's voice, he chooses to ignore it. The two old friends ring off after Strausser gives him directions, and Bass pulls off on the shoulder.

He opens the glove box, pulling a map out from underneath the clear bag filled with bone and ash. He turns on the dome light and squints at the map as he figures out the best route to Three Rivers.

* * *

><p>Charlie feels rage, helplessness, and fear coursing through her veins. How long has she been in this car trunk? An hour? Several hours? She's not sure anymore because the darkness is playing tricks on her brain.<p>

To make matters worse, her leg has fallen asleep, her neck is throbbing, and a jumper cable is digging into her hip. She wants to kill the asshole who threw her in here, and has mentally gone through fifty different ways to do it, although she's ill-equipped to follow through on even one.

The cramped darkness reeks of motor oil and sweat socks. She supposes she should be thankful that she's not sucking exhaust, but the combination of rank odors and full dark are making her feel even more claustrophobic.

She's felt her way through the contents of the trunk, finding nothing potentially useful except for a broken ice scraper. It has a nice sharp point and she figures it is as close as she'll get to a weapon back there.

Her mind swirls with thoughts of her attacker. He's insane for sure, although she had not thought so at first. She had felt sorry for him when he'd been in the shelter. She'd wanted to help him.

Stupid. Clearly the guy is beyond help.

"Fucking psycho," she mutters.

She wonders what he expects to gain from kidnapping her. Hopefully it's just about money, and he isn't planning to take her someplace more secluded and… No, surely it's about money, she tells herself. Charlie frowns into the darkness, imagining her mother's response to that kind of demand. Good luck, asshole. Rachel Matheson probably won't even take your call.

The car bumps along, jostling her back and forth till her bones ache. She clutches the ice scraper in her hands and prays that she'll be ready for whatever comes next.

* * *

><p>Bass feels like a zombie by the time he drives past the sign welcoming him to the village of Three Rivers, Massachusetts. Soon he is pulling into the drive of a small brick house with an attached garage. He parks and stiffly walks around to the back of the house. The naked lady statue is sitting right next to the door, and when Bass tilts it sideways, he finds the promised key underneath.<p>

Letting himself inside through the back door, Bass limps through the kitchen and opens the door that leads into the garage. He hits the button for the big rolling door and then drives the car inside the tidy space. He turns off the ignition, shuts the garage door and opens the cabinet by the tool bench. He takes a roll of duct tape and some thin nylon rope and heads back inside the house. He needs a few more things before he can let the hellcat out of the trunk.

This time, he's going to be ready when she fights back.

* * *

><p>Charlie is on full alert when the engine noise fades to silence. She hears the car door slam and she's ready with the ice scraper gripped tightly in her hands. She relaxes her grip when nothing happens. The engine starts up again and once again stops.<p>

What the hell is he doing?

The waiting feels endless. Charlie is starting to give up on the lid ever actually opening when without warning, it pops up. The light from an overhead fixture is blinding but it is the bucket of ice water that he throws in her face which makes her drop the ice scraper. She sputters helplessly.

He merely grunts, picking up her make-do weapon and tossing it aside before roughly wrapping her wrists with duct tape.

She gasps and tries to scream but is barely able to make a sound before her kidnapper shoves a rag between her teeth, gagging her. "Shut up!" His voice is rough.

Charlie kicks at him, but he dodges her attempt, putting his weight on her thighs. The angle is unnatural, and her eyes go wide with pain. He tapes her ankles and then lifts her and throws her over his shoulder like she's a rag doll.

She can tell his gait is slower than it had been when he'd first taken her. His breathing is more labored, but his grip is still iron tight. Her brain tells her that struggling is futile. She tries anyway, thrashing and trying to yell through the gag, but he doesn't even seem to notice.

He takes her into a house. Charlie looks around wildly, straining to see as much as she can. She is surprised to find nothing out of the ordinary – it's just a house.

He unceremoniously drops her on her ass in the center of a great room that opens onto a neat and tidy kitchen. The air whooshes out of her lungs, giving him the time he needs to immobilize her further by tying her to a support pole with a thin rope.

He doesn't speak or meet her eyes.

She pulls at her bindings, but quickly decides there's no point. She's not going anywhere anytime soon.

Charlie watches her attacker as cold water drips from her hair and down her face. He looks exhausted. His skin is pale, and his eyes are bloodshot. He is dirty and he stinks. His leg is bloody from the thigh down.

He's watching her with cold eyes. "Thirsty?" His voice is gruff.

She nods.

"I'll take out the rag, but if you scream I'm putting it back in." He walks closer, an open Gatorade clutched tight in his dirty fingers.

She nods again. Who knows if anyone would hear her, anyway?

He pulls the rag from her mouth and holds the bottle to her lips. She drinks greedily until the bottle is half empty. Charlie takes a deep breath. "What do you want with me?"

He ignores her question, asking one of his own. "Need to pee?"

"No."

"Food?"

"No." Charlie lifts her chin stubbornly.

"Whatever. I don't give a shit." He starts to walk away, his limp pronounced.

"You're bleeding a lot."

He doesn't look her way. Instead, he opens and shuts drawers, looking for something.

"Did I do that? Make your leg bleed?"

He doesn't turn. "No." He keeps banging around the kitchen, stopping only when he finds what appears to be a junk drawer. He digs through the contents until he retrieves a small box and slams the drawer shut.

"What's that?" she asks.

He ignores her until he's almost out of the room. Glancing back, he says, "Nobody will hear you if you scream, but you will piss me off. Shut your mouth, or I'll just gag you again."

She doesn't say anything as he disappears down a hallway.

* * *

><p>Bass closes the bathroom door and leans against it, breathing heavily. His leg is throbbing and his head feels as if it's splitting in two. He tosses the sewing kit from Will's kitchen into the sink and unsnaps his jeans, easing them over his hips. He almost loses consciousness when the sticky denim pulls away from the wound in his thigh. Gripping the countertop, he waits for his vision to clear before continuing. With his jeans pooled around his ankles, Bass sits on the lid of the toilet and takes a look at his leg. He curses himself for not taking better care of his injury. Under normal circumstances, he'd be well on his way to a full recovery by now, but the circumstances have been far from normal. He pokes gingerly at the bloody meat of his thigh. Several of the stitches have pulled out and the flesh is angry and swollen under the oozing blood.<p>

This is bad.

He closes his eyes and takes a deep breath. He has to fix this. If he dies from infection, he'll never get the justice he wants. He can't avenge Connor if he's dead.

He can't die until after he has avenged Connor, he corrects himself.

Bass strips the rest of his clothes off and steps carefully into the shower. He washes his hair and body quickly, slowing only when he cleans the injured flesh on his leg. When he's done, he gets out and dries off. He douses the wound with rubbing alcohol from Will's medicine cabinet, hissing with pain as the liquid saturates the open wound. Bass is light headed again, and sits heavily on the toilet lid. After a couple minutes, he reaches for the sewing kit and takes a threaded needle, dipping it in the alcohol. He grits his teeth before quickly sewing up the gash in his thigh. When he's finished with the uneven stitches, he slathers them with antibiotic ointment. He does the same with the large bite mark on his arm.

Standing on shaky legs, he reaches for his clothes, but now that he's clean, the stench is more than he can take. Imaginary Connor's voice echoes in his head, and he throws the clothes in the trash can under the sink.

Bass limps, naked, into Will's bedroom and opens drawers until he finds boxers and a tee shirt, throwing both on the bed. He rips the tee shirt into strips and wraps his thigh with them. Gingerly, he pulls the boxers on over the makeshift bandage. Will's jeans are all far too big around the waist, but Bass finds some old sweats that will work. They are comfortable enough and the elastic waist means they won't fall off. He yanks a hoodie on over his head and then slumps onto the edge of the bed, drained.

Bass is tempted to lie down and sleep, but the girl is still sitting out there, and he at least needs to check on her before he passes out.

He remembers Strausser's words and reaches underneath the bed, finding the black box right where Will had said it would be.

* * *

><p>Charlie isn't even trying to free herself anymore. The ropes are tight around her chest and the duct tape is biting into her wrists and ankles. Instead, she takes in her surroundings. This is clearly a guy's place, but she doesn't think it belongs to Psycho. Someone in their own house wouldn't have to dig through every drawer to find something like he had done. No. This isn't his place, but whose is it? And where is the person who lives here?<p>

She can make out some photos on a fireplace mantle. Several feature a guy with gray hair and a goatee. In some of them, he's wearing a military uniform. A Marine, she thinks, but from this distance it's hard to say for sure. Maybe her guy was once a soldier as well. Maybe he's suffering PTSD. Maybe he has shrapnel in that leg. Maybe the guy who lives here is tied up in another room, or dead.

Charlie shudders. The maybes are endless. Mentally exhausted, she leans her head back against the pillar and closes her eyes.

They pop open when she hears him coming back into the room. He's dragging his bum leg just a bit, the limp now far more pronounced than it had been before. She notices the change in his walk, but it is just one of the things she notices.

The other changes in her abductor are more obvious. First of all, he's clean. The bloody clothes have been replaced by gray sweatpants and a huge Boston Red Sox hoodie. Evidently he doesn't believe in clothing that fits. His hair and beard are still wild, but he smells like soap instead of sweat and despair.

In his hands, he holds a wide black box.

"What's that?" she asks.

He doesn't acknowledge that she has spoken. His eyes are sunken and his skin is deathly pale. Even though he's cleaned up, he somehow looks worse, not better.

"Are you okay?" The words come out before she even thinks about the fact that she should not be worrying about the guy who held a gun to her head earlier.

"Just need to sleep." He doesn't meet her gaze as he walks to the counter and sets the large black box on top of it. He lifts the lid and begins to remove things from the box one at a time.

She watches curiously at first, but her curiosity swiftly evolves into dread. The black box is filled with a wide variety of sex toys. He pulls things from the box, seemingly looking for something in particular as he sets aside dildos of all sizes, nipple clamps, a whip, blindfolds, a strap on, anal beads…

Charlie's eyes go wide as he removes item after item, setting each one on the counter. "What the hell are you gonna do with that?"

Bass ignores her, inspecting a fat butt plug attached to what looks like a raccoon tail. "Jesus," he mutters, shaking his head wearily.

Charlie is growing frantic. "If you touch me with any of that crazy shit, I will kill you!"

He doesn't look her way. "Don't flatter yourself. You're not my type."

She feels relieved but also strangely offended, although she can't say why his not wanting her like that should be a problem. She huffs out a breath of air and mumbles quietly to herself.

"What?" He asks without turning.

"I said you're a psycho and that your type is probably someone of the inflatable variety." Charlie clamps her mouth shut, realizing that taunting this asshole is probably not in her best interests.

Stupid Matheson temper.

He looks at her now, with narrowed eyes. "You talk too much." He bounces a ball gag in his hand and seems to be considering it as he watches her.

"Don't you dare." She fumes. "I promise if you stick anything near my face, I will bite it off. Do you hear me?"

He closes his eyes. "Yes I hear you. I can't stop hearing you. Don't you ever shut up?"

Charlie's mouth twists into a scornful smirk. "Sorry. Never been kidnapped before. I don't know all the rules yet."

His back is to her again, but he evidently has found what he's looking for because he stops digging. She watches as he turns and slowly approaches, something silver hanging from his fingers. She tries to scoot away but can't move.

"Calm down. Gonna untie you so you can pee then I'm going to tie you back up."

"That's nice of you." Her tone is mocking.

"Whatever. Piss your pants."

Charlie scowls, but shakes her head. "No. Sorry. I'll be good."

He unties her feet first and then starts in on the rope. As it uncoils, she starts to feel sensation returning to her extremities. She stretches her feet out with a relieved sigh. Her hands are still bound.

He watches the way she stretches her legs. His eyes narrow. "Don't try to run."

She stands awkwardly. Both of her feet have fallen asleep and she is unsteady. "Can't run. Can barely walk." Charlie glares at him. "Asshole."

He doesn't offer to help, but points her to the hallway. "Bathroom is straight ahead."

She hobbles down the hall and turns into the small bathroom. "Untie my hands?"

"No." He walks toward her and she jerks back, away from his touch. "I'm not untying your hands. Do you have to pee or not?"

Charlie's cheeks flame red but she nods. He steps forward and unsnaps her jeans. He jerks the zipper down and pulls her jeans and panties to her knees. She's not sure he could look less interested if he tried.

She sits down and looks up to see that he is leaning against the doorframe, watching her.

She scowls. "Do you mind?"

"Don't even care, but I don't trust you." His eyes are heavy with exhaustion.

Even though the situation is humiliating, Charlie pees with her captor watching. "You don't trust ME? That's rich."

He holds out his arm. Teeth marks are visible when he pulls up his sleeve.

She shrugs. "Why did you take me?" she asks, changing the subject.

He won't answer.

"Are you going to hurt me?"

He remains silent.

"Are you going to rape me?" She asks, suddenly unsure. Obviously he's unhinged, but she hopes he's not that kind of crazy. She doesn't think he is, but after the day she's had, she no longer has faith in her own judgement of character.

He shakes his head with a scowl. "No. Now shut up."

She feels relief surge through her body. He could be lying, but she doesn't think so.

He helps her stand and yanks her pants back up. When they get back to where they had started, he slices through the duct tape around her wrists with a knife. Before she can do anything with her newly freed hands, he pulls handcuffs from a back pocket and snaps them in place. Once again, she's fastened to the pole, but the new restraint is far more comfortable. The insides of the cuffs almost feel –

"What the hell?" she asks. "Are these fur lined?"

Bass shakes his head with a sigh. "It's all he had."

She ponders for a moment. "Who's he? What the hell kind of pervert lives here?"

He ignores her, heading into the kitchen.

"You're a shitty kidnapper, you know that, right? Didn't have your own supplies. Took me in a place where people might see. You are clearly injured and mentally unstable…"

"Shut. Up." Bass grits his teeth and rubs at his temples.

She closes her mouth, watching him.

* * *

><p>Bass searches through the cupboards and comes up with a box of Cap'n Crunch and a bottle of red wine. There's no milk, so he eats the cereal straight from the box, staring into space. Now and then, he takes a pull from the bottle. The cereal is stale, but the familiar box takes Bass back in time. His gaze loses focus and his mind swirls with memories from when Connor was in high school.<p>

"_You should eat some yogurt or an egg or something." Bass had admonished his son._

_Connor had grinned at his dad. "Cap'n Crunch is the breakfast of champions."_

"_It's nothing but sugar."_

_Connor shrugged. "Well, it's just sugar. It won't kill me."_

No, Bass thinks. It will be a bullet through your spine that almost blows your head off that kills you.

"_Don't worry. The medic can fix me up. Go!"_

"_Don't worry. Go!"_

"_Don't go!"_

He feels the rage and panic rising, and he closes his eyes. The darkness behind his eyelids brings the memories of Connor's final moments into focus again, and he hurls the box of cereal against the far wall.

"Don't go!" His voice is a scratchy whisper. His chest heaves with pent up sobs. He opens his eyes slowly.

* * *

><p>As the little kernels fly around the room and settle to the floor, Charlie sits perfectly still. She watches the psycho carefully, evaluating him. His fingers grip the tabletop until the knuckles are white. He stares into space, seemingly unaware that tears are pouring down his cheeks. His vacant eyes are looking at a scene she can't see.<p>

And in this moment, Charlie thinks that she understands, at least a little. This guy may or may not be bat shit crazy – the jury is still out on that, but she sees something else now. Something familiar. Her abductor is experiencing the kind of grief that only the death of a loved one could ever cause.

She understands because it wasn't so long ago that she was in a similar position. After the shock of Danny's death had faded, she had been haunted by memories and broken dreams. She had lashed out and been cruel to those around her. She hadn't committed any felonies, but she'd been on the edge.

She figures someone on the edge can just as easily topple over into the darkness as they can the light.

Charlie waits, watching as he takes deep breaths, attempting to steady himself. Slowly, he calms.

When Charlie speaks, her voice is very quiet. "Who was it? Who died?"

He looks at her with surprise, and she sees that he had forgotten all about her. He closes his eyes and shakes his head. "Please just shut up." His voice is a plea laced with pain.

"I'm sorry. I just want to go home."

He sags against the counter, his head down. "Can't."

"Where are you going to take me?"

No answer.

"What happened to your leg?"

No answer.

"Whose house is this?"

Once again, he doesn't answer. Instead, he takes a long drink from the bottle of wine, eying her warily.

Charlie is beyond frustrated. His habit of not answering her questions is wearing thin. "You drink too fucking much."

"You talk too fucking much."

She decides to change tactics. "I'm thirsty."

He nods, walking over to the cabinet where the Gatorade bottle sits. He takes his time unscrewing the lid and fiddling with some dishes on the counter before bringing it over. He holds it to her lips as she drinks the rest of the contents.

"I'm serious about the drinking. If you're planning to drive me anywhere, maybe slow down with the alcohol. I need to be alive when this is all over so that I can identify you in a line up."

He laughs but there is no mirth in it. "I told you to shut up. Don't you ever listen?" He shoves the rag back in her mouth and lies down in a recliner on the other side of the room, promptly going to sleep.

Charlie decides she'll stay awake. He's snoring loudly in moments and she wonders if she might be able to get free of the cuffs. She begins to struggle against her restraints and then everything fades to black.

* * *

><p>Charlie wakes up to bright morning light and muted traffic sounds. She's in the same car as before or at least she thinks so. This time she's in the back seat and not the trunk, and for this she's grateful. Her hands are bound behind her back with the cuffs, and her feet are tied together. She's anchored to the framework under the seat with metal shackles and this position doesn't allow her to sit up.<p>

Her brain feels mushy. How the hell did she get here? Craning her neck, she can see Psycho driving. "Did you fucking drug me?"

He doesn't answer.

"What did you give me?"

More silence.

"That Gatorade... You did something to it. Oh my god. Did you…did you roofie me?" Charlie is indignant.

"Yes," Bass finally growls. "I did, and if you don't shut the fuck up, I'm going to do it again."

She clamps her mouth shut. They've gone maybe a mile when she breaks the silence. "Where are we?"

Once again, he doesn't answer.

Without warning, Charlie starts to feel sick to her stomach. "I don't feel so good."

"You're fine."

She shakes her head. "Gonna get sick."

He obviously assumes she's playing a game. He shakes his head without answering.

Charlie tries to hold back, but it is impossible. She pukes into the floorboard. Tiny chunks of apple and runny pink viscous liquid spurts from her mouth to the floor.

"You have got to be fucking kidding me!" He growls from the front seat, yanking the car to the shoulder of the road.

She retches several more times as sweat beads on her brow. The car reeks of vomit. Weakened, she rests her head on the seat, breathing in and out carefully, hoping the worst of it is over with.

She hears him open his car door and come around to her side. He jerks open her door and curses when he sees that she definitely hadn't been kidding.

"I get car sick sometimes if I haven't eaten."

He starts to mumble and curse under his breath. She watches as he leans inside the car, a big knife gripped tightly in his fist.

"I'm sorry!" She cries out, jerking back from him. "I didn't do it on purpose."

"I know that." He dips down and begins to saw through the carpet in the floorboard. As soon as he can, he pulls out the offending chunk of puke covered shag and tosses it into the ditch.

"You shouldn't litter," Charlie says.

He glares at her. "I shouldn't cut out your tongue either, but it's so fucking tempting."

Charlie doesn't say anything more, watching him carefully as he pulls a pair of keys from his pocket and unlocks the shackles that have secured her to the backseat. "Sit up."

He quickly unlocks the cuffs, moving her hands to her front and relocking them in place. He also moves the shackles so that they are now attached to the top of the seat instead of the bottom. She can stretch her arms out some now, and she can sit up. These changes make her feel better in mere moments.

He goes back to the front and digs around in a duffel bag before making his way back to her again. "Eat." He pushes a crumpled granola bar into her hand. Charlie's first instinct is to reject it, but she's so hungry that she unwraps it quickly and takes a bite.

He gets back in the driver's seat and pulls the Cutlass back onto the road. It's a narrow country highway surrounded by fields and trees.

"Where are we?" she asks around a mouthful of granola.

He just grunts.

"Where are we going?"

He doesn't answer. Charlie sighs and leans back against the seat watching the scenery that whizzes by. After a while she gets bored with the trees and grass and looks around the interior of the car instead. A green Rubbermaid tote sits on the floorboard opposite the side where she'd thrown up. "What's in there?" she asks, not expecting an answer.

"CDs."

She looks up in surprise. "Music?"

"Yeah."

"Are we going to listen to any of them?" She nods toward the car radio which clearly has a disk drive.

"No."

"Why not?"

He takes a deep breath. He lets it out slowly. "Will you shut up if we listen to music?"

She thinks about this for a moment. "Yeah. I will."

"Fine. We'll listen to every CD in there on the way if it means you'll keep your mouth shut."

She leans over as far as she can and pops the lid off the tote. At a glance she can tell the contents are varied. Many different music styles are represented in the top layer alone. "What do you want to start with?"

He doesn't answer, so she grabs Bruce Springsteen's _The River _which is lying within easy reach. She hands it up, and without even looking at the title, he pops open the jewel case and puts in the cd.

Charlie closes her eyes, listening to the beginning of the first track _The Ties That Bind _. It reminds Charlie of her dad and she swallows a lump that rises in her throat. Her dad was the one who had first introduced her to the Boss, and _The River _is one of Charlie's favorite albums. Softly, she sings along to the familiar lyrics:

"You been hurt and you're all cried out you say

You walk down the street pushin' people outta your way

You packed your bags and all alone you wanna ride,

You don't want nothin', don't need no one by your side

You're walkin' tough baby, but you're walkin' blind

to the ties that bind

The ties that bind

Now you can't break the ties that bind…"

She opens her eyes and sees him watching her in the rear view mirror. Raw pain shines from his ice blue eyes. His jaw is set in a grim line.

Charlie sighs. "Sorry. I'll shut up."

He looks away, saying nothing.

"Do you have anything to drink? Like a bottle of water or something?"

He hands her a half full bottle of lukewarm Pepsi. "It's this or whiskey."

"The Pepsi is fine." Charlie watches him as she drinks. This man is unknown to her, and yet there is something about him that feels familiar. She wonders if she's met him before. She tries to imagine him without the beard, but can't. Maybe today wasn't his first visit to the shelter.

She's just not sure.

There is some distant memory tickling the back of her mind. She closes her eyes and is overwhelmed by a blurry unfocused scene….a wedding from long ago with a beautiful bride in a big white dress, arms wrapped around her grinning groom. She remembers a tall cake and lots of flowers and women dressed in long gauzy gowns of blue. Charlie can see her own dress in party pink and white mary-jane shoes on her feet. She remembers a little boy her age with curly black hair and a mischievous smile who had chased her through the reception tables….

But is it a real memory or something her tired mind has created?

She doesn't know.

She tries to capture the image again, but it flutters out of reach once more.

Charlie leans back in her seat, taking another drink from the flat Pepsi. She is exhausted and her brain hurts. Later she'll try to recapture that fleeting memory. She has a feeling it holds answers - maybe the answers she needs most.

* * *

><p><strong>AN A huge thank you to all who are giving this story a chance. It's different than my usual stuff, but I hope that you will enjoy it anyway. Thanks for the comments and kudos. **

**Also I want to say another thank you to TexasRevoFan and Romeo who both gave this chapter a preview and offered wonderful feedback. All was greatly appreciated. **

**If you see any errors in this chapter, blame only me. These gals gave awesome input.**

**Leave a comment if you have a moment.**


	3. Chapter 3: Pittsburgh to Jasper

**Pittsburgh to Jasper (751 miles, 12 hours drive time)**

They'd left Pittsburgh as soon as Bass had been able to drag his aching body out of bed. He is sore and exhausted, having only fallen asleep at dawn. Now the sun is high in the sky, and the two lane highway he's driving down is sparsely traveled.

He takes a drink from his flask and glances in the rear view mirror. Charlotte had drifted off a half hour ago. Her head lolls to the side; her breathing is steady. He envies her ability to fall asleep so easily – to fall asleep at all. Even when he sleeps, his dreams are dark and bloody.

Images of blood and death and anguish swirl in his brain. He takes another drink, staring at the winding road ahead.

* * *

><p>The wail of a passing siren jerks Charlie awake. She is immediately aware of her surroundings – the old car's back seat, the shackles keeping her in place, her quiet captor staring forward. He doesn't even seem to have noticed the police cruiser they'd met on the road, but Charlie is curious.<p>

"What's going on?" She asks over the sounds of Creedence on the car stereo.

He shrugs, taking a sip from his flask.

She shakes her head in frustration. "Seriously, you need to ease up on the booze. I'm not in a big hurry to die in this shitty car."

He glances at her in the rear view mirror. His eyes are bloodshot but he holds her gaze as he silently takes another drink.

She settles back against the seat and crosses her arms. Her eyes shift to the passing scenery once again. The country they are winding through is pretty, with large tree-covered hills all around. She spots the occasional lane that probably leads to a house, but actual signs of civilization have been scarce.

Another police car screams past and Charlie leans forward once more. "Do you think they're looking for me?" She can't help but feel a jolt of hope as a third police car flies by with sirens blazing.

He doesn't answer with words, but he tucks his flask into his duffel before reaching for the car stereo. He switches off the CD player and finds the FM band on the radio.

"Hey! I was listening to that," she protests.

"Later," he grunts as he runs up and down the dial, finally stopping at a local news station where a news bulletin is already in progress.

…**CONSIDERED ARMED AND DANGEROUS. IF YOU SEE THE FUGITIVE, DO NOT APPROACH HIM. CALL 911 IMMEDIATELY AND LOCAL LAW ENFORCEMENT OFFICERS WILL BE ON THE SCENE AS SOON AS POSSIBLE. TO RECAP, A PRISONER NAMED TITUS ANDOVER HAS ESCAPED FROM THE BEAVER COUNTY JAIL WHERE HE WAS BEING HELD UNTIL HE COULD BE TRANSPORTED TO THE STATE CORRECTIONAL FACILITY IN ALBION…**

"Jig's up Titus. Better just turn yourself in." Charlie smirks at her kidnapper.

…**ANDOVER WAS SENTENCED TO TWENTY-FIVE YEARS AFTER BEING FOUND GUILTY OF KIDNAPPING FOUR YOUNG BOYS, CHILD MOLESTATION AND AGGRAVATED ASSAULT, AMONG OTHER LESSER CHARGES... **

"That's disgusting." Charlie spits out. "Little boys? You fucking perv. No wonder you said I'm not your type."

He shakes his head. "Name isn't Titus."

"Did you know him? Did you guys escape together?

He shakes his head again. "Don't know him."

**...PENNSYLVANIA HIGHWAY PATROL IS SETTING UP ROADBLOCKS ON INTERSTATES AND MAJOR HIGHWAYS LEADING OUT OF THE STATE. BE READY FOR DELAYS...**

He slams the heel of his palm into the steering wheel. "Damn it!"

He turns off the highway just as two more police cars zoom past. She watches him carefully. He still looks exhausted and now also more than a little worried. The only good thing seems to be that this latest development has sobered him up a bit.

"Where are we going?"

He doesn't answer, but as they cross into the city limits of Aliquippa, Pennsylvania, he's clearly looking for something specific. After a while, he pulls into the parking lot of an old motel called The Beaver Dam. Blinking pink neon signs boast CABLE TV! and HOURLY RATES!

He turns and looks at her, his eyes cold. "I'll be right back. Be quiet." He exits the car, locking all the doors before heading into the office. His limp is pronounced and he's clearly stiff from driving. She's ready to yell but can see nobody in sight. She watches, ready to scream if anyone appears. Nobody does.

He returns in a few minutes, a key dangling from one hand. He gets back in the car and drives her to the end of the motel that is farthest from the office. He gets out and opens the door marked with a crooked number fourteen. Leaving the door wide open, he comes for her. Once she's unlocked, he pulls his gun from his waistband and wraps his left arm around her shoulders. His right hand grips the gun which is now shoved into her side. "Make a sound and I will shoot you."

They walk to the door together, both pausing just inside the doorway as their eyes adjust to the dim interior.

Charlie glances around. "This is a dump," she mutters. The room reeks of stale cigarette smoke and lavender air freshener. The carpet is yellow shag. The beds (Charlie is happy to see two) are covered in faded red bedspreads. An old TV sits on a dresser. Everything is bolted down.

Bass pushes her toward one of the beds, motioning for her to sit. As she does, dust particles fill the air. "No. This is worse. My apologies to dumps everywhere," she smirks.

He cuffs her to the headboard and then moves to his duffel which lies on the other bed. He's digging around for something and has his back to her, but his raspy voice is clear. "Gotta get some stuff. Need anything?"

"Handcuff keys," she answers with a scowl.

He turns to look at her. His eyes are tired and his stance is weary as he watches her. For a moment she thinks that he's on the verge of smiling, but the flash of amusement is gone before it fully develops. His brow furrows. "Are you a vegetarian?"

This surprises her, but she shakes her head no.

"Good." Then he moves in closer, the ball gag clutched in his fist. She starts to scream and he shoves the gag into her open mouth.

Charlie shoots daggers at him with her eyes as he fastens the strap behind her head.

"Don't do anything crazy, Charlotte. I'll be back in an hour. If I'm not, housekeeping will find you at check out in the morning." He turns the television on and leaves, not bothering to change the channel from the Home Shopping Network.

* * *

><p>He's gone a lot longer than an hour. While she waits, Charlie tries to nap but the television is too loud and she can't get comfortable cuffed to the bed.<p>

When he finally does return, he enters the room with arms full of packages and Wal Mart bags hanging from both wrists. He drops everything on a table next to the door and walks her way, his eyes wary. He reaches out and takes out the gag and then unlocks one side of her cuffs. He walks back to the table and returns with a greasy bag from McDonald's. "Here."

Charlie didn't realize just how hungry she is until she smells the food in the bag. With her free hand she digs in. He had bought a quarter-pounder and a large order of fries. He comes back over to her with a vanilla shake.

"Thanks," she says around a mouthful of hamburger.

He grunts in response, taking his own bag of food to the other bed. He finds the local news on the television, sees Andover is still on the loose and uses the remote to find the History Channel. He stares at the screen as he eats, not bothering to even look her way.

They both eat quickly. When he's done, her captor stretches carefully, wincing a little before he walks back over to her. "Dessert." He tosses an individually wrapped cookie onto the bed by her thigh.

She picks it up and takes a bite. "No dessert for you?" she asks.

He holds up a brand new bottle of Johnnie Walker. "My dessert." He picks up two of the Wal Mart bags and puts them within her reach on the bed.

She finishes her cookie before looking into the bags. He's bought a pair of black sweat pants, and a three pack of white tank tops. There are travel size versions of deodorant and shampoo. In the second bag is a pack of six cotton bikini briefs and two sports bras. She looks up at him in surprise. "Everything is the right size. I guess you pay attention."

He shrugs, taking a deep drink. She watches him for a while, her curiosity building, but he doesn't look her way. Occasionally he checks the local news, but Andover is still unaccounted for when Charlie drifts off to sleep.

* * *

><p>Night is full dark beyond the motel window, but once again Bass can't sleep. He'd turned the TV off long ago, and now he drinks with only the dull pink glow of the neon from outside to illuminate his surroundings. His mind is filled with images of his dead son and memories of blood and pain.<p>

He shakes his head, hoping to clear away the ugly thoughts that assault him at every turn.

Today had not gone as expected. He'd hoped to be well on his way to their next destination by now, but this escaped convict has really thrown a wrench into Bass's plans.

"So, you're calling this a plan, now?" Suddenly Connor is leaning against the brown paneling, smirking at his dad.

"Yeah. I guess I am." Bass answers with a shaky voice. His eyes devour the hallucination of his son – whole and healthy, wearing an old Zeppelin tee shirt and jeans.

"I'd call it a hot mess." Connor arches a brow, his expression challenging.

"Whatever." Bass scowls. His voice sounds a bit slurred even to his own ears. Bass glances down at the bottle and sees that it's empty. He tosses it aside.

"You need to cut back on the drinking."

"Jesus. You sound like her."

"She's not wrong, Dad. You need to stop or at least slow down."

"No. It helps me forget."

"Are you sure? Seems like you do more remembering when you're drunk."

"It helps. It…hurts less."

"You're a wreck." Connor shakes his head. "But anyway, maybe forgetting isn't the answer. Maybe you need to remember." Connor walks over and sits next to his dad on the bed.

"Don't want to remember. Don't want to think about all that could have been." Bass shakes his head and frowns.

"You sound like you're giving up."

"Just being honest. This is all about to go to hell, and it's not going to end well for me." Bass stares at the floor. "I know that."

"Doesn't have to be that way. I died. You didn't."

"Part of me died with you."

Connor nods toward the other bed where Charlie is sleeping with her back to them. "She needs you to not be a drunken asshole. So even if you can't sober up for yourself, sober up for her. She deserves better than to get killed because you were being stupid."

"I'm not going to kill her."

"Yeah? I bet the drunk driver who ran into your family thought the same thing."

Bass stares at the wall for a long time, fighting back angry tears. He turns to tell Connor to go away, but the mirage of his dead son is already gone. His gun is sitting on the floor by the bed. He bends and picks it up, running his fingers along the cold steel.

The gun is loaded, and the idea of using it is more tempting than he'd have ever thought possible. He could end it all right here. No more pain. No more missing his son. No more missing anybody. No more darkness. No more anything….

He turns off the safety, staring into the black hole of the barrel. He takes a deep breath, letting it out slowly. He closes his eyes.

"Don't do it."

At first he wonders if the softly whispered words are just more of his imagination going overboard. He feels her gaze and turns his head. Charlotte is watching him, propped up on one elbow, her hands still shackled to the headboard. Her eyes are large and full of something – fear, maybe? Worry?

He doesn't know.

"Don't do it," she says again, her voice louder. "Things will get better."

He shakes his head. "You don't know what you're talking about."

"Maybe. Maybe not." She sits up slowly, staring at him. "I know suicide is the easy way out. You don't seem like a an easy way out kind of guy. Seems like you're tougher than that.." She narrows her eyes, and changes tactics. "Don't be a pussy."

Bass's eyes blaze with fury. "You don't get to talk to me like that."

"What are you going to do? Shoot me?" She shakes her head. "I don't think so. This whole plan of yours is going to fall apart if you're dead, right? I think it also falls apart if I'm dead. Don't you need to deliver me to someone or something?"

"What do you care? If I died, you could go free."

She shrugs. "I'll get free eventually anyway. That's irrelevant. I just don't want to see anybody blow their head off, not even someone I hate."

He doesn't answer, but he does put the gun back on the floor before he lies down and rolls to face the wall.

* * *

><p>When Charlie wakes the next morning, she sees that he's packing his duffel. "Did they catch that guy who escaped?" she asks.<p>

He shakes his head no. "Doesn't matter. We've wasted too much time here. Gotta get going. We'll stick to back roads."

She sits up slowly, noticing for the first time that her hands are free. Her gaze jerks up to meet his. He has his gun out and is training it on her. He shakes his head slowly. "Just take a shower and then we'll go."

She glances at the hotel room door, but he's closer to it than she is and looks alert, although a bit pale. As if reading her mind, he speaks. "I feel like shit this morning. Don't try me."

Charlie considers making a run for it anyway, but catches a whiff of herself and decides he's right. She does need a shower. She picks up the Wal Mart bag and heads toward the bathroom.

"Leave the door unlocked."

She glowers at him for a moment, but decides she wants a shower more than she wants a fight. She walks into the bathroom and firmly shuts the door behind her. As the lock clicks into place, she smiles, but the smile fades when she looks around the tiny bathroom and sees there are no windows or any other way out.

He taps on the door, and she tenses. But he doesn't try to break it down. Instead, she hears his voice. "Five minutes."

Charlie has every intention of ignoring him and taking her time until she finds that whatever hot water might have been in the pipes of this old place is long gone. She washes quickly, her teeth chattering as she dries off. She pulls on the clean clothes and has to admit she feels a lot better.

She exits the bathroom and looks around. The duffel and shopping bags are gone. For a moment she thinks he is as well, but then she feels the barrel of his gun pressing into her spine.

"Go." He nudges her toward the door.

He stands close as they walk to the car. He's reaching for the back door's handle when she stops him. "Let me sit up front. I don't want to get sick again."

He shakes his head no and opens the car's back door.

"Please? I hate the back seat." She tries to catch his gaze but he's scanning the parking lot and street. His jaw is tight, his eyes narrowed. She jerks away from his hold. "Oh, come on! I just want to sit up –"

He jams the barrel of the gun hard into her ribs and his breath is hot on her cheek, the fingers of his other hand tight around her arm. "Back seat or the trunk. Your choice."

"God, you're a dick." She tilts her chin stubbornly but sits in the back and watches as he fastens the chains. She considers kicking him again but he seems to read her mind.

"Don't do it."

Charlie starts to reply but thinks better of it and clamps her lips shut. She watches him warily as he closes her door and slowly walks around to his own. He sits down gingerly, ignoring her as he starts the car. He turns on the radio and listens to a brief news report that states Titus is still on the loose. This news update does offer one new piece of information. The roadblocks have been removed because the authorities believe that the fugitive has left Pennsylvania.

Charlie huffs with displeasure at this news. She'd hoped they'd see a lot more police cars and she'd have a chance to get away. She looks at him, catching his gaze in the rearview mirror.

He shakes his head. "Gonna sulk or hand me a CD?"

Charlie hesitates for a moment, but finally shrugs. "Here." She hands up the first disk her hand falls on: _Supernatural _by Santana.

He slides the disk home before steering the car onto the highway. Charlie settles into her seat, watching the storefronts, gas stations, and apartment buildings that pass by and listening to the swell of the guitar music pumping through the speakers.

* * *

><p>They ride without speaking; only interacting when it's time to change disks. He occasionally checks for local news reports, but there is nothing new on the fugitive situation. As the highway miles fade behind them, they go through <em>Destroyer <em>by Kiss, _Vitalogy _by Pearl Jam and _Faith _by George Michael. The final track from _Love it to Death _by Alice Cooper winds down, and Charlie's stomach rumbles.

He looks up and meets her gaze once more.

"Hungry," she says.

He nods and turns at the next exit, slowing when several gas stations and fast food restaurants come into view. There is a massive Quick Trip on the left. It is bustling with customers. On the right is a small Phillips 66 station with one working gas pump. The other pump has a brown paper bag pulled over the top. He pulls in and fills the gas tank. He opens her door and leans down. "I'll get food. Need anything else?"

"Bathroom."

He sighs but nods before heading inside to pay. He returns in a few minutes with a couple candy bars and a key attached to a two by four with a chain. The board is painted yellow and has the word 'Toilet' scrawled on it with red marker. Instead of letting her out, he drives the car to the back corner of the station where the door to the public bathroom faces a deserted parking lot. He unlocks her shackles and then pulls her out of the car, walking her to the door, the gun planted firmly in her side.

She notes that the paint on the bathroom door is faded and the wood around the lock is splintered. Used condoms and beer cans are strewn about the ground. She wrinkles her nose at the filth and the stink, but it doesn't seem to bother him at all. He unlocks the door and peeks inside before nodding for her to go in. "It's empty," he says.

A noise catches their attention and they both watch as a skinny rat scurries across the floor. "Well, almost," he amends.

Charlie shudders, but her bladder doesn't care if there are a hundred rats. She needs to pee. She walks through the door and pulls it shut behind her. Finishing her business as quickly as possible, she exits. Glancing left and right, she sees no sign of her captor.

Instinct kicks in. This is her chance to flee.

She doesn't hesitate, running around the corner of the building to the back, which is dark despite the mid-day sun. A rusty old dumpster is nestled amongst several scrappy looking trees. Scrub brush and garbage litter the ground around the dumpster. Charlie sees a narrow path between it and the building and she takes it at a sprint.

She rounds the other side of the building and slams face first into a body. Her first terrified thought is that he's found her - probably figured she'd come this way all along. She raises her eyes to meet his, but with a shock of surprise, she sees this is not the man who took her in Boston.

This is someone else. He is slender with narrow features and smooth dark hair. He smiles and the smile feels wrong somehow, although Charlie can't pinpoint why. She pushes her initial uncertainty aside and says, "Thank God! I've been kidnapped. You've got to help me."

"Of course, dear. I'll be happy to help." The strange smile widens but his eyes seem cold.

Charlie hesitates. "Listen, maybe if you have a cell phone I could borrow?"

"No. I'm afraid I don't have a phone, but I'd be happy to give you a ride." He nods to an old van that is parked maybe twenty feet away. "Come along."

Charlie's instincts switch to high alert. Something is seriously wrong with this guy. "Actually, I'll just go inside the gas station. I bet they have a phone I can use." Charlie starts to back away and the skinny man with the dead eyes follows her, matching each step she takes.

He reaches out, placing a clammy hand on her arm. "Oh, but I insist." His eyes glitter with menace, and Charlie opens her mouth to scream.

The scream dies in her throat as she watches an arm snake around the man's throat, squeezing. The crazy man's eyes bulge and his fingers dig and scrape at the arm but the vice like grip does not give way. It is only when the creepy man's eyes roll back in his head that he is released, slithering to the ground in a motionless heap.

Charlie's gaze swivels up to face her savior – none other than the man who has made her life hell for the last three days. "You?"

"Expecting someone else?" He looks exhausted and maybe a little worried, that is until his gaze falls to the man on the ground. His lips curl in distaste as he kicks the fallen man with a worn boot. "Bastard," he mutters.

"Why did you kill him?" She points to the body on the ground.

Her captor shakes his head. "Didn't kill him." He pulls the fur lined cuffs from a back pocket and attaches one to the man's wrist. He hooks the other cuff to a support brace on the metal dumpster and clicks it shut. "He's gonna wish I had killed him when he gets locked up."

"Locked up?" Charlie is dazed.

He looks at her with narrowed eyes. "Don't you recognize him? This is that pervert from the news." In a moment, he's at her side and once more the gun is out of his waistband and trained on her.

She ignores the gun, and watches him carefully. Now that the adrenaline has faded to a normal level, she replays the look on his face as the criminal had fallen. He'd been focused and ruthless and totally in control. This one glimpse had shown her a different side of this man. Instead of the lost and broken man she'd grown familiar with, that other version had been calm and collected. She shakes her head. "I don't understand you at all."

"Yeah. Me either. Come on."

As they near the car, she has a thought. "Can I sit up front now?"

"You just tried to escape."

"Please?" Charlie tilts her head slightly, flashing this man the same face she'd used on her dad and brother whenever she wanted something they didn't want to give her.

He grumbles something under his breath as he opens the passenger door and lets her in. He fastens her shackles to a metal bar under the dash. "Don't try anything cute, or I will shoot you."

Charlie frowns as he slams the door and walks slowly around the front of the car. "No, I don't think you will," she says quietly before he opens his own door. As he settles into his seat, she watches him curiously.

"What?" He growls.

"Where were you?"

"I thought I recognized the van from the descriptions on the news, so I went back to check it out. Didn't think you'd be done so fast."

"I didn't want to stay with the rats any longer than I had to." Charlie shudders. Smirking, she added, "Then I ran into an even bigger rat when I ran."

They sit in silence as he maneuvers the car back onto the highway. After a little while, he reaches into the back seat and blindly grabs a handful of CDs, giving them to her. "Here. Now that you're up front, you can run the stereo yourself."

* * *

><p>Bass glances over at his prisoner. It's been several hours since the run-in with Titus Andover, and the drive since has been uneventful. His stomach clenches at the thought of how close she came to escaping. He'd acted on instinct, unthinkingly going after Andover. He knew it had been the right thing to do. Still, if Charlotte had gotten away…<p>

She's fallen asleep again, her head leaning against the car window. Her chest rises and falls gently with each breath. When she's not bitching or provoking him, he supposes she's pretty. Not that it matters, but he notices.

The last CD she'd put in the player is almost over. He takes a deep drink from the flask he keeps tucked in his pocket. Now that the threat of roadblocks are behind them, he's drinking again. Only when he's drinking does the pain in his chest fade.

He misses Connor.

"So you moved her up to first class?" Connor asks with a chuckle.

Bass turns to see his son. He's sitting in the middle of the backseat, with his forearms resting on the front seat. He's leaning up so that his face is hovering between Bass and Charlie. Bass's heart lurches at the sight of his son's familiar smirk.

"You're back."

"Yeah. Can't seem to stay away. Glad to see you're being a little nicer to her." He nods in Charlie's direction.

"None of this is her fault."

"Ready to let her go?"

"Can't. Not yet. You know that. Still have to deliver her. Still have to get answers."

"No answers are going to bring me back."

Bass is staring straight ahead once more. His knuckles are white as he grips the steering wheel. "I know. That's why–"

Connor shakes his head vigorously. "No, Dad. Don't even think it. Things will get better."

"No." Bass's voice shakes, and his eyes well with unshed tears. "No they won't."

* * *

><p>Charlie wakes slowly, stretching tired legs. "Where are we?" she asks him.<p>

He doesn't answer, which no longer surprises her. She looks out the window and watches the passing scenery with minimal interest. Trees and small houses, all set against a backdrop of a sunny afternoon. They pass a farm with a white wooden fence. Charlie sits up straighter.

Something feels familiar. Her senses are suddenly on full alert.

When they drive into a small town and pass the 'Welcome to Jasper' sign, she almost says something, but decides to keep quiet. She knows Jasper. She spent summers here at her grandparents' as a child. They drive by the playground where she'd run with her friends. They drive by St. John's church where Grandma Matheson had dragged her every Sunday morning. They drive past the town square, with its milling townsfolk going about their daily lives.

Charlie watches him, noticing how he stares only at the road. His eyes never wander to take in any of the town they are driving through. She wonders if this is a coincidence, but dismisses the idea when without warning, he takes a left on a narrow road that curves through an old part of town and into the country.

He knows his way around.

"Where are you taking me?" she asks.

"Not taking you anywhere. Have to make a stop. You'll sit here and wait." His eyes never stray from the road as he drives. The sunlight is glaring right in their eyes as he finally pulls onto a patch of gravel at the side of the road. She can hear the crunch of the rocks under the car's tires. Charlie squints against the golden glow, trying to make out where they are.

He opens his door and gets out without looking her way. She watches as he limps across the gravel parking lot toward a gentle grassy hill. His shoulders are stooped and his head hangs low as he walks.

She feels a pang in her chest as her eyes adjust and she sees that the field he's walking into is littered with cold gray headstones and marble monuments. As the scene comes into focus, she remembers the day she'd stood at her father's side in this very cemetery when Grandma Matheson had been laid to rest.

Why is her captor here? What is his connection to Jasper? Charlie doesn't know why he feels compelled to come here, but she knows that somehow, this changes everything…

* * *

><p><strong>AN First of all, sorry for the long delay in chapters - for that matter in all updates from me. I've been struggling with some muse issues. Hoping it's temporary, but we'll see. For those wondering, Romeo and I are closing in on the next chapter of Call Me When You're Home - it's written, but going through some editing at the moment. And I'll post the next chap of Iambic Pentameter soon-ish and then I'll be back here for chapter four. For those who haven't given up on me, thanks for sticking around. **

**Secondly, Romeo...hope you like this third installment of your birthday fic. Its been fun. :) Thanks to Ice for some geographic advice about Pennsylvania. And a monumental thank you to TexasRevoFan for doing the beta review and offering some awesome feedback for this chapter.**

**Lastly, comment if you have a moment. Comments often mean all the difference when it comes to getting energized to write another chapter, and I can use all the energizing I can get. :) Thanks all. -Lemon**


	4. Chapter 4: Jasper

**Jasper, Indiana**

* * *

><p>Charlie stares out the car's passenger window at the golden pink of the late afternoon sky. Somewhere in the distance, she hears a low rumble of thunder, but there are no clouds in the sky as the sun begins its slow descent behind the tree line.<p>

She's been waiting here in the car for a while now – maybe twenty minutes. Maybe longer? She isn't sure.

She's only sure of one thing – her captor is sitting by himself in Jasper's only graveyard, getting drunk. She knows this is what he's doing because if she leans over as far as her shackles will allow, she can see him through the driver's side of the windshield.

When they'd first arrived, she'd watched him, stretching her body until her wrist ached and stung. He'd made himself comfortable, leaning back against a large grey stone. He seemed to be talking to himself at first, but eventually fell silent.

She chews at a fingernail, lost in thought. She hasn't been back to Jasper in years. Being here again is strange and bizarre. Her thoughts are drawn to the man who has taken her, and once again she tries to understand his connection to this town.

To her.

* * *

><p>The air is cool. The breeze feels heavy with the promise of rain. The cemetery is silent save for the occasional call of a bird and the distant sounds of an incoming storm.<p>

Bass rests his head back against a familiar marble headstone and sighs before taking a drink from the bottle he cradles between his knees.

"And why are we here?" Connor's voice rouses Bass from his thoughts.

When Bass looks over, he sees his son sitting on the grass, watching him. "Wanted to say goodbye to everyone, I guess." Bass waves his bottle around a bit. "Sort of a family reunion."

Connor nods slowly and then points to the stone he sits closest to. "Grandma, right? I never knew her, but you always said she was gentle and kind."

Bass smiles sadly. "She was."

"And Grandpa? You said he was an asshole sometimes, but that he was protective and loyal to a fault."

"Yeah."

"And your sisters?" Connor points to the other gravestones just beyond Bass's parents. "I bet they adored their big brother."

Bass wipes at his eyes. "They were the best."

"Probably loved you so much."

"More than I deserved."

"So, they'd be real proud to see you doing all this self-destructive shit, right?"

Bass shakes his head. "You don't understand."

"Maybe. Maybe not. I didn't ever know that part of the family." He nods toward the headstone that Bass is leaning against. "But I knew her. I knew her, and I know that she would never be okay with this stupid plan of yours. Never."

"Shut up."

"No. You need to hear this. Shelly loved you. She was your biggest fan. She loved you so much, and she was always there for you, and for me too. She never treated me like I was someone else's kid. She was a mom to me in ways my real mom never could be. She loved you and she loved me and we both know how much she loved that baby."

Bass can't speak. He just shakes his head.

"Do you remember the nursery? She had it all painted up, and that dresser was full of all those tiny baby clothes? She couldn't wait for that baby to be born. You couldn't either. You guys were so happy."

"Yeah. Until…" Bass chokes on the words, eventually forcing them out. "Until they died."

"Yeah. They died. I died. You didn't."

Bass doesn't respond.

"Can you even imagine if Shelly was here right now? She would kick your ass to kingdom come for kidnapping that woman. I can just picture her with her hands on her hips and her eyes flashing. She wouldn't even let you defend yourself until she was done telling you off."

Bass wipes at his eyes again. "You're right. Shelly would be pissed."

"Yeah, she would. She'd be pissed because this is stupid. All of it. You know how stupid it is, right?"

"Yeah. I know." Bass looks with wet pleading eyes at his son. "But I'm doing it for you."

"Won't bring me back. Won't bring any of us back."

"I know." Bass repeats, his voice faltering. When he looks over at the space where Connor had been, the grass blows softly in the cool breeze. Connor is gone.

Bass finishes the last of his whiskey and lies down on his late wife's grave. His thoughts are hazy and disjointed as he slides his fingers through silky grass that doesn't feel at all like Shelly's dark brown curls.

He is so lost in his own pain, he doesn't even notice when the rain begins to fall.

* * *

><p>Charlie has leaned her seat back, and her feet are propped on the dash. Her eyes are closed in an effort to take a nap, but sleep eludes her. Maybe it's the rain that pelts the car. Maybe it's the metal band digging into her wrist. Maybe it's the fact that the bane of her existence seems determined to catch pneumonia by lying on the cold ground as the rain pours down.<p>

Maybe it's everything.

"Shit," she mutters as her eyes snap open, giving up any pretense of resting. She leans all the way over into the driver's side once more. She can just barely make him out now. The sun is setting, and the rain falls heavily. He isn't moving, and Charlie isn't sure if that means he's passed out or dead.

Even though she should hope for the latter, a small voice in the back of her head tells her not to be so harsh. Clearly this guy is going through some emotional minefield that she can't even imagine.

Charlie sighs heavily, running her free hand through her hair as she considers her options. Does she just wait till he wakes up and wanders back to the car, or is there something she can do to urge him to return sooner?

She knows the horn is broken. She'd tried that as soon as the rain started, and nothing had happened. What else can she do? The cemetery is isolated, and even if she were to yell, he would be unlikely to hear her over the sound of the rain.

Her eyes wander around the interior of the old car. She takes in the ripped fabric in the roof and the dusty hula girl on the dash. There is something completely incongruous between this car and her captor. She's not sure what, exactly… but something feels off.

Maybe this isn't his car at all.

Charlie's eyes fall to the glove compartment. It's locked, and she doesn't have a key. But she seemingly has time to spare, so she decides to do what she can to open it. Maybe answers lie inside.

She searches everywhere she can reach for something sharp. All she finds is an empty beer can, several petrified French fries, a pair of broken aviator sunglasses, and a tree-shaped air freshener that still smells faintly of vanilla.

She turns the sunglasses slowly in her fingers, lost in thought. After a while, she breaks off one of the earpieces from the sunglasses and clumsily uses it to attack the lock.

Much later, when she finally hears the click that signals success, her face breaks into a triumphant grin. Her fingers are scraped and shaking slightly as she opens the small door. She feels around inside the space blindly because by now, the night is full and dark. What little light the moon might have offered is muted by the dark storm clouds and the falling rain.

Her fingers first find a plastic pouch of some kind. Whatever is inside feels mostly soft and powdery. Drugs maybe? She sets it in the driver's seat and keeps going. Next she feels a bulky sealed envelope and some papers which she also sets aside. Not much else is the glove compartment. She is ready to give up when she feels something jammed in the back of the space. It is cylindrical and thin - bigger than an ink pen, but not by much. She pries it loose and holds her breath when she realizes that the thing in her hand is a pen light. Charlie closes her eyes, trying not to get her hopes up.

She flips the switch on the side of the small flashlight and is thrilled to see a dull circle of yellow light shining from its dusty tip. She flashes it at the stack of things she'd pulled from the glove box. She looks at the plastic bag first. Charlie has never done drugs, but she's watched more than her fair share of _Law & Order_. She doesn't know what the gray powder in the bag is, but she's pretty sure it isn't drugs, so she puts it aside.

She picks up the stack of miscellaneous papers, unfolding the one on top to see a car registration form. The name on the paper is smudged, and she can't make it out. Frustrated, she tosses it aside, and flips through a few highway maps before eyeing a scrap of paper stuck between Iowa and Vermont. She shines her light on a handwritten note. Although the handwriting is abysmal, the ink on this is not smudged and she can make out the words clearly.

_Charlotte Matheson. Works at homeless Shelter on South Sylvania Rd, Boston. Shift usually starts at noon. Gets off at 8. Will prob fight back, but don't hurt her. Deadline = one week. 10998 Mitchell Drive, Los Angeles CA. Payment on delivery_

Charlie grips the paper tightly, and leans back against the seat. She closes her eyes but can't stop the tears from squeezing through. After a moment, she wipes angrily at her damp cheeks and turns to inspect the bulky envelope. For a moment, she debates whether she should open it. She decides that after all she's been through, she doesn't give a shit about her captor's privacy.

She breaks the seal and shines the light on her palm as she lets the contents of the envelope slide out. "Dog tags?" She frowns at the small rectangles attached to a narrow ball chain. She grasps one of the tags and shines the light directly on it.

Bennett  
>Connor, J<br>211 44 1299  
>AB+<br>Lutheran

"Connor Bennett…." She feels a jolt of familiarity, but can't pinpoint where she knows the name from. She's trying to figure it out when her gaze falls on the bag of powder once more. She picks it up, looking at it more closely. It's a garden variety mid-size Ziploc bag, and it is filled with fine gray powder. Little white chunks are also apparent when she tilts the bag, letting the contents shift. "Oh, Jesus." Charlie chokes back a sob as the enormity of what this really is hits her full force.

No, definitely not drugs. The bag is filled with ashes…ashes from a cremation.

She grasps the dog tags tightly in her fist, remembering the times when her captor had talked to someone who wasn't there. She remembers seeing the sorrow and loss in his haunted eyes. She'd asked him who he'd lost.

He had never answered.

She slowly unfurls her clenched fist, and stares at the exposed tags. She leans in close with the light and stares at the letters stamped into the metal surface.

This time when she sees the name, it is as if a veil is lifted. Her mental gears click into place, and she is brought back to the blurry image from her childhood that had tempted the edges of her consciousness a few days earlier. Now that blurry image swirls and zooms into focus, and suddenly she sees it as clear as day. The wedding at St John's church, right here in Jasper. The pink party dress Charlie had worn. The reception hall with the white tables. A little boy with jet black curls. She knows now that this is a real memory and not a figment of her imagination. Charlie reverently strokes the bag of ash and bone and she remembers.

"_You are so pretty. Can I kiss you?" the little boy had asked, his brown eyes sparkling. He was about her age, wearing a tuxedo and a mischievous grin. He kept pulling at the collar, clearly not loving the restrictive clothing._

"_No way!" Eight year old Charlie had crossed her arms and tapped one foot in irritation. Her white Mary Jane shoes had made a sharp click click click sound as she moved her foot._

"_Please? Just one little kiss?" He'd given her big pleading puppy dog eyes, but she shook her head._

"_No way. Daddy says I shouldn't kiss anybody 'til I'm older."_

"_What if I get you some more cake? Can I kiss you then?"_

_Charlie had bitten her lip, as memories of the tasty lemon cake with cream cheese frosting weakened her resolve. It had been fabulous. She eyed him suspiciously. "I don't even know your name."_

_The boy's grin had widened as it became clear he would get what he wanted after all. "Name is Connor Bennett. That's my dad." He had pointed at the newlyweds, where they were twirling on the dance floor. _

_Charlie had watched them dance while she contemplated the boy's offer. The song had been soft and melodic. The bride's dress had swirled beautifully with every step as she looked up at her new husband with wide loving eyes. The man's gaze had been adoring and fully focused on his bride as he led her across the floor. _

Charlie remembers that she hadn't let Connor come close until he'd brought her the promised slice of cake. She remembers the tangy lemon on her tongue as a small damp kiss had been planted on her cheek. She remembers blushing as he'd smirked. She remembers the way he'd waved before running away.

She remembers later as she and her dad were leaving the party, they had stopped to say goodbye to the happy couple. She remembers the big smiles and bright hopeful eyes.

She remembers it all.

Charlie knows now who her captor is. Yes, he's older now and ravaged by grief. The beard and the dead eyes and the hollow cheekbones had disguised the truth at first, but now she sees it. The broken man who had shoved her in the trunk of an old car was once a grinning bridegroom who had danced with his bride and firmly believed in a happily ever after.

Charlie remembers everything, and her heart breaks for this man and his dead son. She carefully places the bag back in the glove box and tucks the flashlight and maps in after it. She hesitates before closing the door and putting the wrinkled paper with the handwritten note in her pocket.

That paper – well, that is something else entirely, and it deserves her full attention, but not right now.

She stares out into the black night, worry gnawing at her gut. The rain hasn't let up, and the air is colder. She needs to get Connor's dad back in the car before he gets sick. Knowing it's probably futile, but deciding she has no other option, Charlie Matheson begins to scream.

* * *

><p>"Rise and shine."<p>

At first Bass doesn't even register the voice. He feels hot and wet. Why is he lying down in the shower? Why is there grass? His head pounds, and his clothes are soaked through. Clothes? Bass blearily opens his eyes and sees he's not at home. He's not in his shower.

"Rise and shine." He hears again. Glancing up, he sees Connor, who is completely dry in spite of the pounding rain. He looks worried. "You need to get up. She needs you."

"Who?" Bass asks, with a croak. His throat feels tight, and his voice is scratchy. "Who needs me?"

Connor doesn't answer. He's gone.

Bass rubs his temples as he slowly sits up. His body aches. The wound in his thigh throbs. He feels like he's burning up, and his thoughts feel random and wild. The rain is cold on his hot skin but offers little relief. "Who needs me?" he mutters once more, almost frantic as he fights through the mental fog in search of the answer to this seemingly important question.

Then he hears it – the sound of a woman screaming.

* * *

><p>Charlie's voice is almost gone, but she's determined to give this all she's got. When she sees him stagger to his feet and head her way, she exhales slowly in relief. He looks even worse than he had earlier. His hair is plastered to his head. His beard drips like an old mop. His eyes look bleary and unfocused. His skin is flushed. His clothes are completely drenched.<p>

He glares at her when he opens the door and then tosses his empty bottle into the back seat before getting in.

"Are you okay?" she croaks.

"Why were you screaming? Didn't I tell you to be quiet?" His brow is furrowed, and he won't look at her.

"Thought you might be dead."

He doesn't answer, but puts the key in the ignition. He turns the car around on the narrow country road and heads toward town. They've only gone half a mile when he's wracked by a coughing fit.

"You're sick," she says.

He glances at her sharply, appearing confused by the concern in her voice. "I'll be fine," he mutters.

Clearly this is not true. Charlie reaches out toward him. He jerks away, but his reflexes are shaky and slow. Her hand lands softly on his forehead. "You have a fever."

"I'll be fine," he grits out once more.

"Find a hotel. You need dry clothes and a bed. Probably some Tylenol."

He shakes his head. "No hotel."

Charlie just shakes her head with frustration. Clearly he is too stubborn even to save his own skin. She crosses her arms and watches through the passenger window as the rain continues to fall. Her attention turns back to the road ahead as he slows, turning down a residential street. Small, tidy houses line both sides of the narrow road. Old sycamore trees tower far above. Streetlights shine dully through the pouring rain.

He slows and pulls into a driveway. Charlie watches curiously as the headlights illuminate a small house with a quaint front porch and a for sale sign in the front yard. "Who lives here?" she asks.

"Nobody." He gets out, takes his bag from the back seat and comes around to her side. She notes that his limp is bad again – maybe the worst it has been since the first day. He's unsteady on his feet as he opens her car door and unlocks her chains clumsily. He doesn't pull out his gun, but she doesn't argue when he motions for her to walk up the stairs before him. He stops twice to lean against the railing as coughs rattle his entire body.

Charlie considers running, but she can't. Not yet. He mentioned once that he needs answers. Well, so does she.

When they get to the entryway, he shakily reaches up and grabs a key from the top of the door jamb and uses it to unlock the door. Once they are inside, Charlie looks around. The living room they are standing in is clean and sparsely furnished. A painting of cabbage roses hangs over a fireplace. Overstuffed furniture faces it in a cozy arrangement.

Just like the car, something about this house makes her think it's not his.

Regardless of who owns the house or might live in it, her captor clearly knows his way around. He pushes Charlie to walk in front of him, and together they make their way down a narrow hallway. He chains her to a doorknob and disappears into a bathroom with his bag, closing the door behind him without saying a word.

Charlie slides to the floor and waits. She hears him turn on some water and then muffled sounds as he moves around. Now and then he pauses to cough. After a few minutes he comes back out, wearing dry clothes. His skin is still damp and flushed. His eyes look glassy.

"I think you're really sick," she says softly.

He shrugs and unlocks her cuff, only to lead her farther down the hall. They enter a bedroom that is furnished with a queen size bed and nothing else. A flickering night light that is plugged into a corner outlet offers the only illumination. Charlie can't make out much as he unceremoniously locks her to the headboard before plopping down on the bed.

"What about food?" she asks. "Or a bathroom break for me?" He doesn't move. She raises her voice, "I'm hungry, and I will need to pee soon."

He mumbles something unintelligible but doesn't open his eyes or address her concerns. After a few minutes, she hears his breathing level out into soft snoring.

"Son of a bitch," she mutters, pulling at her shackle. She gives up after a few minutes, and lies down beside him.

He doesn't stir and eventually Charlie drifts off to sleep, her mind swirling with the image of an ornery little boy and the happy man her captor had once been.

* * *

><p>Charlie wakes to the sound of softly falling rain outside and the intimate warmth of a body that she has curled against in sleep. She opens her eyes slowly. Her first thought is that she hasn't slept so well in days, and she feels refreshed.<p>

Her second thought is that it's her captor who she's curled against like a lover, his body firm and warm against hers. Her eyes fly to his face. He is flushed and his breathing sounds labored, but he is fast asleep.

She pulls away from him slowly. He makes a soft whimpering sound, and his brow furrows. Charlie holds her breath, letting it out slowly when he stills. She reaches tentatively with her free hand and touches his forehead. He's still burning up.

Charlie has to pee, but she's chained to the bed. She considers trying to wake him and is ready to do just that when she has another idea. He's wearing a loose sweatshirt and baggy jeans. She is pretty sure he put the keys to both his car and the handcuffs in his front right pocket.

She bites her lip as she tries to think of the best way to retrieve the keys without waking him. He's on his back but his shirt is twisted and pulled tightly against his right side, obscuring the pocket she needs to get into. Charlie reaches over and pulls gently at the hem of his shirt.

He shifts again, mumbling something in his sleep. She freezes until he settles and then she pulls at the shirt again. It's clear that her first plan isn't going to work. The shirt is too twisted around his torso to be pulled away easily without waking him up. Frowning in concentration, she tries a new tack, ever so slowly sliding her hand between the hem of his shirt and the worn denim of his jeans. She runs her fingertips along his waistband and is headed toward his pocket when he pulls her closer without warning. She can tell he's still asleep, but this unconscious move not only moves her back into the crook of his arm; it also pushes her hand upward and now she feels flesh under her fingers instead of denim.

"Oh," she says, her voice just a whisper. She doesn't mean to do it exactly, but she can't help flexing her fingers ever so slightly, exploring his toned, sculpted flesh and defined abdominal muscles that feel so hot to the touch, she wonders if he would literally steam if she dripped water on his skin.

She's lost in exactly that visual when he stirs.

"Mmm, feels good." His eyes are still closed and his words are slurred with sleep, but it's enough to redirect Charlie's attention back to her task. She moves more deliberately this time, edging her fingers back down and into his pocket. She finds the car keys first and fishes them out carefully. Next, she goes back in for the handcuff key, but it eludes her. She has to shift her weight so that she can get a better angle before going back in.

She fishes out several folded dollars. At a glance she counts sixty bucks. She quickly tucks the cash into her bra and goes back into his pocket once more in search of the key. Finally her fingertips touch the small handcuff key, and she begins to pull. As the key comes free, Charlie can't help but grin in triumph.

She looks at his face once more, and is relieved to see it is still relaxed with deep slumber. She rolls away from him slowly and lifts the key to the handcuff wrapped around her wrist. It takes a couple tries, but she is soon free.

Charlie takes a moment to stretch her aching shoulder muscles and rub at her stinging wrist. Then she leaves the bedroom without looking back.

* * *

><p>Bass wakes to the glare of mid-morning light that pours through the open window. His body aches, and his chest feels heavy. His limbs are sluggish, and the need to cough is overwhelming. After a few minutes of bone-shaking coughs, he tries to get comfortable. His head is throbbing and he feels like he's on fire from the inside out.<p>

"Shit," he mutters. Charlotte had been right. He's very sick.

His eyes pop open at the thought of the girl and the first thing he sees makes his heart race. Hanging from the headboard is one of the silver chains from Will Strausser's box of tricks. Dangling from the chain is an empty fur lined cuff.

Charlotte is gone.

Bass knows he should go after her, but when he tries to sit up, the world spins and he doesn't have the strength to do anything but fall back into the pillows, groaning. Even in his pathetic state, he knows that losing her means he'll never get the answers he wants.

He's too sick to do anything about her for now.

* * *

><p>Charlie had a driver's license at one time, but that time was long ago and she is nervous behind the wheel of her captor's car. She is hyper vigilant about obeying traffic laws and not speeding as she drives through the streets. After all, she has no identification and she is in a car that definitely doesn't belong to her.<p>

She isn't as familiar with this part of Jasper as she is with the neighborhoods near her grandparents' old house, but she had been paying attention and quickly finds her way back to the main drag.

She spots a sign that says the interstate is only a mile away, and she turns the car in that direction.

* * *

><p>Bass wakes almost an hour later to the sound of someone talking. "You're gonna have to sit up just a little," the voice says.<p>

"Connor?" Bass asks, groggy and miserable.

"Please sit up," the voice pleads.

Not Connor - a woman's voice.

His eyes open slowly. The sunlight is so bright that at first he sees nothing but the brutal glow that shines through the window. Gradually he is able to focus, and he is surprised by what he sees. Charlotte. "You came back," he says, amazed.

"Yeah," she says. "I went to the drug store. Got you some stuff."

"Some stuff?" He is confused and his head pounds, making logical thinking almost impossible.

"Tylenol, kleenex, a thermometer, Gatorade, ice and chicken noodle soup. Some other stuff too." She grasps his shoulder, trying to pull him up into a sitting position. "Used your money."

He balks. "Ice, and Gatorade?" Bass decides he's hallucinating again. "Soup? Why would you bring me soup?"

"The thermometer was so I could see how high your temp was. It's 102 right now. The Tylenol will hopefully help with that. If it doesn't, I'll use the ice to cool you down. The Gatorade is for keeping you hydrated, and the chicken noodle soup is food." She rolls her eyes.

"Food?" he asks blankly. "No food. Need whiskey."

"You are not getting any whiskey. You need to stay hydrated. Liquor does the opposite."

"I don't care. Want a drink." His body hurts so much that he isn't sure he'll live long enough to eat her soup anyway.

"For fuck's sake, just sit up so you can take this medicine without choking." Her brow is wrinkled with frustration.

He takes the capsules she offers and swallows them down with a gulp of cool water she holds for him. "So, you're going to take care of me?" Even in his fevered state, this feels beyond unbelievable.

"Yeah, that's the plan."

"But why? You should have just run."

She turns to leave. At the door she glances over her shoulder. "Just shut up and get some rest. We'll talk about this later."

Bass falls back on the pillows, too miserable to argue or follow her.

* * *

><p>While he sleeps, Charlie inspects the house. It's quickly apparent that he hadn't been lying. Nobody lives here. The furniture that is in the house is starkly minimal. The place is staged to look inhabited, but it's obvious that it's all for show-probably the work of a realtor.<p>

She peeks in on him after a half hour. He's tossing and turning, and when she touches his head, she can tell the Tylenol hasn't made a dent in his fever. In fact, he feels a lot hotter than he had been before. "Shit."

After confirming her suspicions with the thermometer, she goes to the kitchen and pulls out the bags of ice that she'd picked up earlier at the drugstore. She looks around for baggies of some kind to use on him, but finds only two plastic shopping bags. She figures those will have to do.

* * *

><p>"What the fuck?" Bass yells blearily as he feels the shock of cold on his chest. His eyes pop open and he tries to swat at the unexpected assault only to find his hands are cuffed to the headboard. "You have got to be kidding me," he growls. His growl turns into a whine of pain as she shifts her weight. Charlotte is sitting on his thighs, holding something cold against his chest.<p>

Maybe on a good day, he could kick her off, but this is not a good day. "My leg. Jesus, get off my leg."

She scoots farther down, settling on his knees instead.

"Better?"

"No. Get the fuck off and untie me. Then I'll be better." Bass doesn't remember ever hurting this much. Between the flu (or whatever it is he has), the wound in his leg, and the angry hangover that is splitting his head in two – he does not think he can take any more of whatever she's trying to do to him.

"Not so fun to be tied up, huh?" she smirks, pressing the bag of ice firmly over his chest. A second bag goes over his neck.

Bass jerks impotently at his shackles. "Damn it, woman! Why are you…" he looks down at the bags, trying to understand what she's doing. His head still feels like it's filled with cotton and he's struggling to make sense of what's going on. He nods to the bag on his chest. "What is that?"

"It's ice, like I told you before. Your fever spiked up to 104. Trying to cool you down." She crosses her arms stubbornly. "No need to fight with me. I'm in charge now."

He scoffs. "You're not in charge of shit. Get off!"

She takes the final bag of ice and moves to place it on his groin.

He shakes his head. "Do it and I'll kill you. I really will."

Charlie's smile fades, and her eyes cloud with sadness. "No, you won't." She stands and shoves the bag of ice under his knees instead. "Let the ice do its job for a while. We can yell at each other when you feel better."

* * *

><p>Charlie is sitting at the kitchen table, staring at the paper from the glove compartment, when she hears a knock on the door. She bolts from the table and down the hallway. He's still chained to the bed, and he's still asleep.<p>

She quickly runs back down the hall and peeks out the peephole. A man in his forties stands on the porch. He has black hair that is slicked back, and he's wearing a suit. He raises his fist to knock again, and Charlie jerks the door open before he can make contact. "Hello?"

The man tilts his head curiously before looking her up and down. "Hello to you, too," he finally says.

"May I help you?" she asks, eyes narrowed.

He nods slowly, still appreciating the view. "Maybe. Name is Drexel. Bobby Drexel. I'm the realtor who is trying to sell this house. Saw the car, but nobody is supposed to be here. Who are you?"

"Oh, uh..." Charlie falters, unsure what to say.

"You're a friend of Bass's, maybe?" He cocks an eyebrow with a smirk.

BASS. His name is Bass? What the hell kind of name is that? Charlie nods, "Yeah, a friend of Bass's. He's pretty sick, and we stopped here so he could rest a little. Is that okay?"

Drexel shrugs. "Well, the house still belongs to him, so yeah – it's okay. I have a showing scheduled for tomorrow, though. I was just driving by and when I saw the car, I figured I'd better see what's going on. Do you think you'll be gone by tomorrow?"

Charlie frowns. "Yeah. I think so."

Drexel takes a step back, but then seems to rethink leaving. "Maybe I should talk to him?" He peers into the house behind her.

"No. That's not a good idea. He's really sick. Contagious, even."

"Oh, yeah? What are you, his nurse?" Drexel looks at her skeptically.

"No, I'm his –" Charlie falters again, unsure how to answer.

Bobby Drexel slowly grins. It's not a nice grin. "Oh, I see. You're his… yeah. Got it. Well, have fun, and try not to mess up the house too much."

Charlie has the door shut before the skeevy realtor is even off the porch. Even though she now knows her captor's name and that he owns the house, she feels like she has even more questions than she had before.

She walks down the hallway to check on him-on Bass, she reminds herself-lost in thought.

* * *

><p>An old but well-maintained Cadillac is parked across the street and a few houses down. Inside the car sits a man whose narrowed gaze is focused intently on Bass Monroe's small house. He watches coldly as the real estate agent drives away, quickly dismissing him as irrelevant. He is curious about the woman who had answered the door, though. He had not expected her when he'd tracked Monroe to his hometown.<p>

Who is she? What does she know? Will she get in his way?

Will he have to kill her when he takes out Monroe?

The man in the Cadillac shrugs. He's on a mission, and he is determined to get what he needs, regardless of the cost.

He puts on his sunglasses, turns the key in the ignition and pulls out into the road. As the radio comes to life, the man smiles. He always did love this song..

_Well, my friends, the time has come_

_To raise the roof and have some fun_

_Throw away the work to be done_

_Let the music play on_

_(Play on, play on)_

_Everybody sing, everybody dance_

_Lose yourself in wild romance_

_We're going to party_

_Karamu, fiesta, forever…_

The man in the car doesn't even glance at Monroe's house as he passes. He'll do a little digging and figure out who the girl is. Then he'll be back.

And God help anyone who gets in his way.

* * *

><p><strong>AN: Many thanks and big squishy virtual hugs to anyone hanging with me on this one. This story continues to be for Romeo's birthday...with any luck I'll have it finished before her next one. Thanks for all the comments and follows and etc. You guys are amazing, seriously. My muse was gasping for air there for a bit...but seems to have returned (maybe). Feel free to comment - the muse loves that shit. **

**A huge thank you to TexasRevoFan for her beta review and invaluable insight. She really helped make this chapter better than when I started. As always, my impatience is to blame for any mistakes you see. **

**Giving credit where it's due... Song lyrics in this chapter are from Lionel Richie's "All Night Long".**


End file.
